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C orrections is a funny business-
which should not be a great

revelation to anyone interested
enough to read this article. Just
when you think you finally have a
situation under control, an
unexpected twist appears, a new
voice is heard from, or additional
influence is brought to bear on the
problem. This is what has happened
in Philadelphia.

When I first decided to write about
the Philadelphia Prison System’s
response to overcrowding and
court-ordered maximum capacities,
we seemed to have gotten over the
hump. Our population was hovering
around 3,800, very close to our
maximum capacity of 3,750; minor
corrections in our population
reduction mechanisms seemed all
that were needed to remain in
compliance.

I was going to explain how these
release mechanisms and changes in
our information and communication
systems had helped to solve our

problem. I was also going to explain
how close cooperation with
court-appointed Masters and other
parts of the criminal justice system,
as well as the creation of a distinct
Population Management Unit, had
enabled us to meet our goals in the
fight against overcrowding.

Finally, I was going to report that the
key element underlying our success
was a change from corrections’
historical role as a passive element
of the criminal justice system to a
proactive stance in managing and
controlling our environment.

I wanted to explain all of this in the
hope that other systems might
benefit from what we have done.
Unfortunately, we ran smack into the
Law of Conservation of Matter and
Energy, which for my purpose here
suggests that problems, like matter,
cannot easily be destroyed.

contempt citations
from both federal and state courts.
Still, I think both our concepts and
our programs are valid and useful

and have much to offer other
overcrowded prisons. Additionally,
you may be able to avoid some of
our pitfalls as you develop your own
strategies for dealing with
overcrowding.

With that introduction, I want to tell
you enough about the system for you
to assess the applicability of our
methods to your own circumstances.

The Philadelphia Prison System is
one of the largest county jail

systems in the country, with a
population, as of this writing, of just
over 4,700 inmates, including about
260 women. The system is
composed of eight separate facilities
plus an on-site, 100-bed hospital, a
detention ward at a local community
hospital, and a 40-bed unit at the
Youth Study Center, which holds
youths who have been certified to be
tried as adults. The buildings range

in age from two to almost 100 years
and hold as few as 60 people to as
many as 1,200. Our sentenced
population of approximately 1,200



usually is serving maximum
sentences of less than two years,
although, at the order of the court,
we can hold those whose maximum
sentence is less than five years. We
also have a pre-release program with
approximately 120 participants and a
weekend sentence population of
almost 100.

We are not a direct booking center
for most of our detentioner
population, who spend the first four
to six hours after arrest in police
custody, where they are booked,
interviewed for suitability for R.O.R.
release, and have a preliminary
arraignment. Only those charged
with violation of state or county
probation or parole (approximately
300 people currently) are admitted
directly after arrest. Our detentioner
population ranges from those
charged with minor offenses whose
bails are set in the hundreds of
dollars to major offenders whose
bails are in the millions.

0ur relationship with court-
appointed prison masters stems

from a class action lawsuit brought
in 1971. Jackson v. Henrick was a
state court suit on prison conditions
and overcrowding that was settled
through a series of consent decrees
and orders during the period from
1976 through 1988.

In addition to mandating many
physical plant improvements,

medical and program enhancements,
and staff increases, a court order
arising from the case set a
population capacity equal to the
number of single cell spaces
available. That order, mandating
single cell occupancy, was
overturned by the Philadelphia State
Supreme Court in January 1986,
when it found that double celling
was not, in and of itself,
unconstitutional.

The court also ordered construction
of new facilities and additional bed
space within existing facilities to
provide relief for overcrowding.
Due to financial and administrative
impediments, we were regularly
unable to meet construction
timelines. All the while, our
population continued to grow.

Meanwhile, in 1982, another class
action suit alleging unconstitutional
overcrowding was filed in federal
court. In certifying Harris v.
Pernsley as a class action, the court
found that although substantial
improvements were made in
accordance with the prison
conditions portion of Jackson v.
Hendrick, the underlying issue of
overcrowding still entitled the
plaintiffs to relief.

In 1986, the City of Philadelphia
settled the case, with federal court
approval. The settlement established
a maximum capacity for the entire

system as well as individual
capacities for each facility. A
Special Master was appointed to
monitor compliance.

S till our population continued to
grow.

Philadelphia has for years had a
Pre-Trial Services Unit and a
ten-percent cash bail program, as
well as a relationship with other
agencies that provide release
services. In addition, built into the
state and federal settlement
agreements were a variety of
mechanisms designed to lower the
population while safeguarding the
public from violent offenders, This
mixture of programs and services
enabled us to keep our heads above
water.

As outlined in me insert on the
following page, our budget funds a
variety of diversionary programs,
bail efforts, and early parole
projects, which together have helped
reduce our population. However,
these efforts have not been sufficient
to reach compliance with the federal
court order. As a result, the federal
court imposed a limited moratorium
on new detentioner admissions until
the maximum population was
reached.





The moratorium on new
admissions worked for a short

while, but the failure-to-appear rate
started to rise. At the request of the
District Attorney, who believes that
the population cap was set too low,
more and more exceptions were
granted to the ban on admissions.
With each new exception, the
population grew. The most recent

have been lodged because the
information on admission would not
have been readily available.

The improved record keeping system
has temporarily increased our
population by lengthening the time
needed to clear away all outstanding
warrants prior to release. In the long
run, however, it should reduce

admissions and their
high front-end costs.

Creation of our
Population
Management Unit
has led to the most

exception, which allows the
admission of persons who have
failed to appear at least twice
previously, was the straw that broke
our back.

At the same time, at the urging of the
federal court, we were improving
our record keeping system and
making those records available to all
other parts of the criminal justice
system. This allowed for the prompt
lodging of old bench warrants for
people admitted on new cases. In

important improvement yet. It
heralded our change in role to an
active participant and leader in the
process. Under the direction of the
Mayor’s Criminal Justice
Coordinating Commission, a
multi-agency policy making board,
working groups of management staff
were formed to recommend specific
improvements in criminal justice
system operation that would impact
on overcrowding. Overcrowding
was no longer just a prison problem;
it became a system problem,

the past, bench warrants would not demanding a-system solution.

So here we are. The federal court
is considering some immediate

and dramatic action to reduce our
population, the state court is
considering a contempt motion, and
we are at least two years away from
completing any new cells. Yet our
mixture of population reduction
programs has been effective and will
continue to eliminate from our
prisons those people who do not
require a high level of structure and
security. Without these
mechanisms, our population long
ago would have totally overwhelmed
our capacity to provide a safe,
healthful, and constitutional
environment. We have avoided a
major crisis in Philadelphia, and our
release programs have played a
major role in that accomplishment.
We are not where we want to be, but
we are a long way from where we
might have been.

For further information, contact Alan
Appel, Director, Correctional Social
Services, Philadelphia Prison
System, at (215) 335-8502. n


